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Abstract: The loon ranger program exists as a partnership primarily between Montana Fish, Wildlife, 

and Parks; United States Forest Service; the University of Montana, and the Montana Loon Society.   The 

program places interns to monitor the population of Common Loons (Gavia immer), a species of special 

concern in the state, throughout its breeding habitat on the lakes of western Montana and to inform the 

public on the value of the Common Loon and the conservation challenges facing the population.  During 

the 2009 breeding season, the lakes of the Clearwater River drainage produced 3 chicks: two on Summit 

Lake and one on Placid Lake.  Unsuccessful pairs were resident on four lakes: Rainy Lake, Seeley Lake, 

Alva, and Clearwater Lake.  In the Blackfoot, only the pair on Doney Reservoir was successful, with one 

chick produced.  Nesting attempts failed on Shoup Lake and Lake Upsata.  Most failures appear to be the 

result of natural causes, however some discussion is warranted about the management of Lake Upsata, 

which has not produced chicks in over a decade and Clearwater Lake, which is becoming increasingly 

popular.  It would be a boon to loon conservation to make the buoyed off sections around nesting sites an 

enforceable closure as busy lakes have frequent violations despite a high level of awareness about loons 

amongst boaters.  
 

Keywords: Blackfoot, Clearwater, Common Loon, Loon, Gavia Immer, nest success, human 

disturbance, loon ranger, Montana 

Introduction: 
The Common Loon (Gavia immer), while numerous on the North American continent, is a species of 

special concern in Montana.  Large populations breed throughout Canada and in northern states of the 

Midwest and Northeastern United States. In the western United States, however, the birds are not nearly 

so common, breeding in only four western states (Washington, Idaho, Montana, and Wyoming), with the 

majority of individuals (approx. 200-225) concentrated in western Montana, north of Missoula and west 

of the Continental Divide.  Concern exists over the continued population of these areas by loons due to 

growing residential populations, recreational use, and habitat loss to development.  In order to protect the 

common loon through both agency management and increased public awareness, the loon ranger program 

was created through collaboration between Montana Fish, Wildlife, and Parks; United States Forest 

Service; the University of Montana, and the Montana Loon Society. Now in its eighth year, the program 

has proven highly successful by providing a consistent and quality source of information on Montana’s 

common loon population, putting an agency representative in direct contact with the public, and 

providing experience for future wildlife professionals.   

 

Methods: In the 2009 field season, loon ranger duties in the Blackfoot/Clearwater drainages remained 

mostly consistent with previous years. 

 

Housing and transportation- Montana Fish, Wildlife, and Parks (FWP) provided housing at the 

Blackfoot/Clearwater Game Range bunkhouse, overseen by wildlife biologist Jay Kolbe.  FWP also 

provided a state vehicle, kayak, spotting scope, tripod, and GPS unit. 

 

Duties – The typical “loon season” has been described (originally by Lynn Kelly) as being in three 

phases. It is important to observe preening birds for leg bands throughout all of these stages.  These 



combinations were confirmed whenever possible and reported to Chris Hammond, this year’s coordinator 

for the loon banding program.  

 

The first phase, during nesting, involved finding and signing nest locations as well as providing public 

education about the sensitivity of loons while on the nest.  First, area lakes were surveyed with priority 

being placed upon those with a history of nesting pairs.  If a pair was located, that lake was observed 

frequently in order to protect the nest site as soon as it was established.  If a lake has had nests in the 

same location for multiple preceding years, placing buoys around that nest site preemptively is also an 

option; however, it is preferable not to have to move the buoys.  It is important that the public trusts that 

lake closures are put into place only where necessary, if this trust is lost it can potentially decrease 

compliance with the closure.  Buoys were placed by canoe or motorboat by the loon ranger with help 

when necessary from Scott Thompson at the Seeley USFS ranger station and Donna Love of the Montana 

Loon Society.  Buoys were placed in such a way that the birds would tolerate the presence of a boat at or 

beyond them.  This was generally 70-100+ meters away from the nest on all accessible sides. 

 

The second phase of the loon ranger season began when chicks begin to hatch.  The number of chicks 

was then documented, and rechecked weekly to determine if any chicks were lost to predation.  Often the 

adults and chick began to leave the nesting area after just a few days, at this point the buoys were 

removed. As mentioned above, it is important for continued compliance that the public knows that 

closure signs will be removed once they are no longer necessary.  

 

While the third phase is dedicated solely to public education, interacting with boaters was a priority 

throughout the summer.  Each breeding stage offered unique sights to share with the public and unique 

challenges of which to make them aware. Once chicks started hatching, there was not as much need for 

public education on the boat ramps, and more time became available to prepare and give presentations at 

local campgrounds.  This year, a presentation was given at Salmon Lake State Park. This was an 

enjoyable and rewarding experience, people were very enthusiastic to learn about the birds they have 

been seeing and sounds they had been hearing at night.  Public education also, ideally, translates into 

increased compliance with nest area closures and greater appreciation for loons and loon conservation 

efforts. Another public event was planned for Missoula’s Kidapalooza but got canceled.  

 

Results: 
Dates of biannual statewide loon survey day are shown in red.  

Observations of new nests, nest failures, or chicks are shown in bold.  

 

 

Clearwater Lakes 
Salmon Lake: 

 
Date: Time: Observation: 

05/22/09 5:30  PM One adult swimming near the inlet marsh.  

05/25/09 11:10AM One adult swimming and diving/feeding near inlet marsh. 

06/05/09 10:45AM No loons observed.   

   

 



 

Placid:  A1 - LL: White/Orange  RL: Orange?Red?/ Silver,  
                  A2 - LL: Yellow/Orange RL: Blue/Silver  (seen from far away) 

Date: Time: Observation: 

05/02/09  Lois Bellusci reports that a pair arrived, potentially nested in NE marsh. Two 

tundra swans observed. 

05/03/09  Lois Belliuci reports that loons left due to otters and moved to NW marsh near 

Kreitzberg’s. Buoys put in by Alan Davis. 

05/17/09 4:00  PM No loons observed in NE marsh or from day-use area dock.  Access to 

Kreitzberg’s property was unavailable.  

05/24/09 6:00  PM Nested.  Incubating adult observed in the marsh channel from Kreitzberg’s 

05/31/09 3:00  PM Both adults off the nest, diving/fishing near day-use area dock.  

06/05/09 11:30AM One adult observed diving/fishing, preening, and sleeping near marsh channel. 

Call to Chris Lorenz reports 8+ boats behind the buoys. 

06/07/09 1:00  PM A2 diving/fishing, preening behind buoys. 

06/11/09 11:30AM Nest change.    

06/14/09 4:00  PM One chick.  Adult observed near channel mouth. Sharon Kreitzberg reports 

loons calling at 6:30 PM and then emerging from the channel with one chick 

on the adult’s back.  

06/16/09  Sharon Kreitzberg reports that an eagle lands on the nest site and stays, eating, for 

15 minutes.  It is assumed that the second egg/chick is dead. 

06/19/09 11:00AM Couldn’t find nest by kayak. One potential spot had no egg or chick remains. 

06/21/09 11:00PM Male bird banded 

06/28/09 11:45AM A2 confirmed banded, adults feeding chick. Eagle swoops frequently. 

07/18/09 1:00  PM Both adults were fishing and feeding themselves and the chick. 

 

Hidden: No resident pair 
 

Date: Time: Observations: 

05/23/09 6:30  PM Adult pair seen swimming, sleeping.  

05/24/09 11:30AM No loons observed. Campers say there were parties with loud music until 2AM. 

05/29/09  Same campers report to USFS enforcement that a loon pair is on the lake. 

05/31/09 3:45  PM One adult fishing and sleeping.  No nest observed. 

06/11/09 11:00AM No loons observed. 

06/28/09 10:30AM One adult fishing, preening (unbanded LL observed), and calling (wail) 

07/18/09 1:35  PM No loons observed 

 

 
Seeley:    A1- Female with top bill partly missing: LL: White/Blue stripe (Reported by Donna Love)              

        A2- LL: Green and Yellow or White in undetermined order. (Reported by Donna Love) 

 

Date: Time: Observations: 

05/15/09 4:30  PM Nested in northeast marsh, visible from the blind. Local birders report 

seeing a bird on a nest on 05/11/09 



05/23/09 4:00  PM One adult incubating 

05/31/09 2:30  PM Nest is unoccupied. Donna Love reports seeing both adults on the water at 3:00 

PM and one adult returning to the nest around 5:00 PM  

06/07/09 4:30  PM Can’t see nest, may be that the grass is too high or it is abandoned  

06/11/09 4:00  PM Can’t see nest. One adult diving/fishing, one immature loon observed 

06/12/09  Donna reports multiple sightings of both birds on the lake, fishing with a 

third bird without exhibiting territorial behavior.  Nest assumed lost. 

06/19/09 9:00  AM Unable to locate nest by kayak. One immature loon observed 

 4:00  PM Two adults seen swimming.  

07/18/09  Donna Love reports one adult in the NW corner of the lake.  

 

 

Alva:   A1  -  LL: Green Stripe/Green Stripe,   RL: White (dot?) and Silver.  
   A2  -  LL: Blue (dot or stripe?)/Yellow, RL:  Orange Stripe/Silver 

Date Time Observations 

05/15/09 11:00AM Seen as a pair, diving/fishing near the NE side of the island 

05/16/09 11:00AM Three loons reported by observer Linford. Two near island and one near east 

shore.  

05/18/09 10:00AM As a pair, diving/fishing near the island 

05/21/09 12:00PM As a pair, campground host and Donna Love report an interloper. 

05/22/09  Pair still on the water together. Interloper present with frequent conflicts 

(calling, aggressive diving) 

05/25/09 12:00PM Aggressive diving and calling between pair and interloper 

05/29/09 1:20  PM Pair fishing near the island, Jay Kolbe reports seeing a nest. 

05/31/09 11:00AM Two loons observed. One swimming from fishing in the NE corner to the island 

and back to fishing. Other bird on the west side fishing.   

 

06/4/09 2:00  PM Territorial conflict mid-lake, 3 loons observed. Buoys moved to island 

06/7/09 3:45  PM Pair near island, fishing and preening intermittently. Some approaches to island 

shore 

06/11/09 3:00  PM Preening near island as a pair. 

06/13/09 12:30PM No loons observed. 

06/18/09 4:30  PM Nested.  One adult incubating, one diving/fishing 

06/26/09 3:30  PM One adult incubating, one diving/fishing 

06/28/09 3:15  PM Birds off nest, moderate boat traffic near island. None observed inside the buoys. 

06/29/09 9:50  AM One adult incubating, one preening 

07/03/09 12:00PM One adult incubating.  Spoke with 50+ people, very high boat traffic. 40+ boats. 

07/04/09 12:00PM Multiple boats and jet skis passing and/or stopping within buoys.  Individual 

boats are people with whom I spoke. 30+ boats 

07/05/09 3:30  PM One adult incubating. 

07/11/09 11:30AM One adult incubating. Multiple boats circling island, none observed inside buoys. 

07/18/09 4:00  PM No loons observed. Nest was empty, an egg was possibly observed but distorted 

due to glare and heat.  26 boats on the lake created constant wake/waves.  

 

Rainy: A1  -  LL: Yellow/Orange RL: Silver/White dot.  



   A2  -  Unbanded. 
 

Date: Time: Observations: 

05/15/09 10:30AM One adult seen diving/fishing, preening near creek inlet.  Donna Love says 2008 

nest was in this location. 3 buoys placed around inlet on the assumption that the 

other bird is nesting.   

05/16/09 9:30  AM Pair reported feeding, swimming, and sleeping by observer Becky White 

05/17/09 2:30  PM Both adults observed.  Both diving/fishing, then sleeping.  

05/18/09 1:00  PM One adult diving/fishing, one preening (leg bands noted above). Eagle flies over, 

birds call. 

5/21/09 11:00AM One adult preening, one diving/fishing 

5/25/09 2:30  PM Both adults diving/fishing, preening. A1 (banded) was spinning, splashing. Birds 

were then diving under each other 

05/29/09 1:45  PM Both adults diving/fishing, swimming/loafing. 

05/31/09 7:30  PM Both adults diving/fishing, then both went back into grasses and either ashore 

nest test or mating took place. Birds were not observed but grass was shaking for 

10 + seconds. 

06/04/09 1:30  PM Both adults diving/fishing on opposite ends of the lake. 

06/07/09 3:30  PM Third adult present. Pair swim toward interloper and begin aggressively diving 

under each other.   

06/11/09 2:30  PM A1 diving/fishing, preening. A2 diving/fishing, then sleeping. Birds are not near 

each other 

06/13/09 9:30  AM Both adults diving/fishing, then both sleeping.  Birds are not near each other.  

06/18/09 3:15  PM A1 preening, then sleeping. A2 sleeping. Birds are not near each other. 

06/26/09 3:45  PM A1 sleeping. A2 preening. Birds are not near each other. 

07/03/09 4:00  PM A1 sleeping. A1 preening (band order confirmed). Birds are not near each other. 

07/05/09 2:45  PM 3 loons. 2 preening near each other. No observed territorial interaction. 

07/18/09 3:30  PM A1 fishing, A2 preening, sleeping (unbanded leg observed) 

 

 

Clearwater: No observations of preening birds 
 

Date: Time: Observations: 

05/29/09 11:00AM Adult left nest as hikers passed behind, then got back on. 80% sure I saw 2 

eggs.  Other adult diving/fishing. 

05/30/09 8:30  PM Both birds off the nest.  Moderate to high traffic by fishermen. One man 

reported a loon “coming right up to the boat” 

06/04/09 12:00PM No loons observed. Abandoned nest site visible from across the lake but not 

apparent from near by. Maybe wrong about the eggs? Maybe predated? 

06/11/09 1:00  PM One adult diving/fishing, one preening and diving/fishing. 

06/13/09 10:00AM Both adults fishing. 15 boats on the lake. 

06/18/09 12:00PM Both adults diving/fishing together. Then diving under each other for 5-10 

minutes. 

06/26/09 4:30  PM No loons observed.  Found a nest site with no shells or eggs, could even be from 

last year.  

   



   

 
Summit: Unbanded adult observed 8+ times.  

 

Date: Time: Observations: 

05/15/09 9:30  

AM 

Bird observed on nest on the N shore of lake, other adult swimming nearby 

05/16/09 2:45  PM One adult diving/fishing, preening, unbanded RL observed. One adult incubating 

05/21/09 10:45AM One adult diving/fishing, one incubating. 

05/24/09  Scott Thompson reports canoe near nest site 

05/25/09 1:45  PM One adult diving/fishing, one incubating. Two American Bitterns heard and seen. 

05/29/09 12:45PM One adult diving/fishing, one incubating.  

06/04/09 11:00AM One adult diving/fishing and preening (unbanded leg observed), one incubating. 

06/07/09 2:45  PM One adult diving/fishing and preening (unbanded leg observed), one incubating. 

06/11/09 1:00  PM One chick observed on and around nest. One adult still on nest, one 

swimming nearby. 

06/13/09 10:00AM One adult swimming with a chick on its back. One adult fishing, swimming 

nearby. 

06/18/09 2:45  PM Two chicks observed swimming with both parents. Both adults feeding 

chicks. One adult preening, unbanded leg observed 

06/19/09 3:00  PM Both adults swimming with both chicks. Egg shells collected from nest site.  

06/28/09 2:30  PM One adult preening (unbanded legs observed) Other adult feeding both chicks. 

07/05/09 2:00  PM One adult diving/fishing, one adult feeding both chicks. Chicks are getting big, 

they can dive and try to fish. 

07/15/09 2:30  PM One adult and one chick preening then sleeping. Other adult and other chick 

diving/fishing.  

 

 

 

Lake Inez:  05/16/09, 07/15/09 – No loons observed 

Marshall Lake: 06/13/09 -No loons observed. 
Beaver Lake: 06/29/09 – No loons observed. 

Colt Lake: 06/26/09 – No loons observed. 
 

 
Blackfoot Lakes 

Upsata: One bird unbanded, one unknown 
 

Date: Time: Observations: 

05/09/09 1:00  PM No loons observed. 2 buoys placed around islands.  There are meant to be five but 

two were missing and one sunk. 

05/16/09 8:45  PM 

 

Only one buoy remaining.  Gilchrest’s say the loons have been there since 

before the ice was all off. Birds are in the NE corner, ashore nest test.  

 6:00  PM 4 buoys placed in NE corner. 



05/17/09 1:45  PM One adult incubating. One adult preening(unbanded leg observed), diving/fishing. 

05/21/09 3:00  PM One adult incubating observed by Elaine Caton. 

05/25/09 10:00AM Nest failed. Gilchrests report insistent calling starting at 8AM. By 10 AM 

both adults were diving/fishing. 

05/30/09 8:15  AM Both adults seen diving/fishing. Both adults approaching land on island complex 

despite numerous boats in the area.  

05/31/09 6:00  PM Same as 5/30/09, buoys moved to island complex. 5 buoys total.  

06/05/09 8:00  AM Both birds diving/fishing, preening. Multiple ashore nest tests on the large island. 

06/07/09 11:0AM Same as 6/5 

06/11/09 6:30  PM Nested. One adult incubating on the S side of the largest island, visible from 

the road near the ranch fence.   

06/12/09 6:30  PM One adult incubating. 

06/19/09 8:15  PM One adult incubating. 

06/26/09 8:15  AM Both adults fishing, off the nest. A boat was near the buoys when I arrived but left 

shortly and the loons did not return even near the nest. 

 7:00  PM Both birds fishing on the far end of the lake. 

06/27/09 8:15  AM Both birds sleeping on the far end of the lake. Credible reports that the birds 

have been on the water as a pair since 6/21. Nest is assumed lost. 

 4:00  PM Both loons on the far end of the lake.  Eggs collected from nest site, buoys 

removed. 

07/18/09 9:00  AM One adult observed diving/fishing. 

   

 

 

Shoup: One adult unbanded, one probably unbanded. 
 

Date: Time: Comments: 

5/15/09 12:30PM Adult pair swimming, diving/fishing.  The lake is much lower than usual because 

the dam broke, it is being repaired immediately 

05/22/09 8:30 AM Adult pair is sleeping. Water level is half way back up.  

05/30/09 10:15AM Nested.  One adult incubating a nest on a tiny “island” on the eastern half. 

One adult diving/fishing in the center of the lake.  

07/05/09 9:00AM Adult pair sleeping, then the female (by size) was calling (wail) multiple 

times while looking around.  Ralph Burchnel said that there was a chick. No 

chick observed, assumed predated.  

 

 

 

 

Doney: Both birds unbanded. 
 

Date: Time: Comments: 

05/17/09  Nest observed by Elaine Caton, land owners intend to raise the lake level for 

irrigation purposes. 

05/18/09  Greg Neudecker of USFWS is managing water levels. 

05/30/09 2:30  PM One adult incubating, left nest as we approached the shore across from it.  One 



adult swimming, preening (unbanded leg observed) 

06/11/09  One chick observed by Chris Hammond. Possibly another to come? 

06/14/09  One chick observed by Greg Neudecker. 

06/27/09 11:30AM One chick observed, able to dive. Both adults were feeding the chick and 

preening (both unbanded) 

   

 

Browns Lake:  
 

Date: Time: Comments: 

05/19/09 7:15  AM Single adult observed diving/fishing and swimming.   

05/22/09 11:30AM One adult observed taking off.  

05/25/09 9:00 AM Two adults, diving aggressively under each other. It appeared territorial, though 

no nest was observed.  

05/29/09  Scott Thompson says that someone says that there’s a nest on Brown’s… 

05/30/09 12:30PM No loons observed. 

06/04/09 3:30  PM No loons observed in almost an hour on still water. Despite reports of a nest 

(from whom?), Elaine Caton, Brad Weltzien, and Kevin Ertyl know nothing 

about it. Shore sign is in; decals are bring put on floating signs this week and will 

be out this week or next via USFWS. 

06/19/09 9:15  AM No loons observed.   

   

 

 

Little Doney: 05/17 (by Elaine Caton) No loons observed. Pair from last year assumed to be those 

nesting on Big Doney. 

Colburn Pond: 5/15, 5/30, 7/18 No loons observed 

Rice: 5/15, 5/23, 5/30 - No loons 

James:  5/17 (by Elaine Caton), 5/23 - No loons 

Cottonwood Lakes:  6/28, 07/18 No loons observed 

Klein Lake: 5/19 No loons observed by Kevin Ertyl 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2009 Nest Success Summary 

 

 
Lake Nesting Pair? Nest? Renest?  

(if failed) 

No. Chicks 

Hatched? 

Clearwater     

Salmon     

Placid X X  1 

Hidden     

Seeley X X No 0 

Inez     

Marshall     

Beaver     

Colt     

Alva X X  0 

Rainy X    

Clearwater X X No 0 

Summit X X  2 

Blackfoot     

Upsata X X Yes 0 

Shoup X X  0 

Rice     

Jones     

Colburn Pond     

Doney Reservoir X X  1 

Browns     

     

TOTAL: 9 nesting pairs 8/9 pairs 

attempted 

nests 

 4 chicks as of 

7/13/09 

 

 

Discussion and Recommendations: 
Lake Management: 
Chick production in the Blackfoot and Clearwater valleys was not overly high or uncharacteristically 

low.  It was a successful year in that band combinations were observed from most birds and that pairs 

have returned to all lakes previously occupied.  The following is a discussion of lakes where nests failed 

to occur or just failed in 2009:  

 

Rainy Lake: The pair on Rainy never attempted to nest to our knowledge. The lake was checked 3-5 

times a week, daily on weekends, so the likelihood that it was missed is small.  During the season’s first 

survey of Rainy Lake, only one adult was observed.  Acting on the assumption that a nest was present, 

buoys were placed around the area (which was the same as 2008) and respected by boaters throughout the 



season, making disturbance an unlikely reason that the pair did not nest.  There have been chicks 

produced for the last three years on Rainy Lake. In 2009, one of the adults was banded and the other 

unbanded. Banding data shows that the banded bird is a female that was banded in 2006 (though not 

observed in 2008).  The other bird of the pair this year may have been new to this lake and this change in 

mate led to the unsuccessful breeding season. However, there are not records of a banded male on Rainy 

Lake so this also may not be the case.  As human influence does not appear to have played a role in the 

unsuccessful season, no management action is recommended.   

 

Upsata Lake:  Upsata Lake presents a management situation worth discussion.  The pair on this lake has 

not been successful in over a decade (according to land owners).  The pair nests every year, but every 

year nests fail.  The traditional nesting site is on a complex of island that is on the path between the 

public boat launch and the bulk of the lake.  It is a popular fishing/camping spot and boats were observed 

within loon buoys on multiple occasions. After about two weeks of incubating in 2009 the adults 

abandoned the nest and both eggs were later recovered whole.  This suggests that either disturbance is 

heavy enough that the eggs cooled when adults were driven from the nest or adults just found it too risky 

to continue incubating.  Another possibility is that the birds are bad parents or have accumulated 

contaminants and are not capable of incubating to term.  If the latter, confirmation would need to be 

obtained via blood or feather sample testing, however Upsata is a heavily used lake and disturbance is the 

more likely cause of nest failure.  

 

I would suggest that buoys not be preemptively placed around the island complex, as they usually are.  

Early in the season, the buoys are enough to keep boat traffic away from the nest site.  As the summer 

progresses however, fishing pressure increases and the buoys are often disregarded.  The island complex 

is busy enough that if buoys were not placed preemptively, the resulting level of boat traffic could 

encourage the loons to find nesting habitat somewhere else.  This occurred in 2009, the resulting nest in 

the NE corner of the lake failed for unknown reasons but it does show that the birds would be willing to 

find another nest location.  In this case, a nesting platform seems like a good fit.  The platform would 

serve not only to protect the nest against water level fluctuations but also to provide nesting habitat that 

can be placed by managers in a location deemed unlikely to be disturbed.  

 

Lake Alva:  Alva is a very busy lake once late June and July hit.  On the Fourth of July weekend, over 

forty boats were observed on the water.  Between Friday and Saturday afternoons, almost all boaters were 

contacted about the nesting loons.  That same weekend there were four observed cases in which boaters 

that had been talked to about the loons went within the buoys surrounding the island and right in front of 

the nest.  People who reported that they had been coming for years and that they heard about the loons 

every year drove three of these four boats.  Ignorance should no longer be used as the defense of people 

who disobey the closure.  Public education about loons has been very successful, but when people 

knowingly disobey the loon buoys it becomes apparent that public education is not a panacea for loon 

conservation.  If keeping boaters away from nest locations is truly a priority, then the temporary loon 

nesting site closures should be made enforceable.  

The possibility of Alva becoming a No-Wake Lake has been discussed as a means of creating a unique 

recreational opportunity due to its size and undeveloped shoreline. This would also be great for the loons 

on the lake.  Jet skis and boats pulling skiers or tubers were those most frequently observed within the 

loon buoys.  A more serene lake would be good for both recreation and loon conservation.  

 

 

 



Loon Ranger Program: 
As a 40hour/week position, it is my recommendation that 10-15 hours of additional duties be assigned to 

the loon ranger.  The intern can accomplish one day or two half days of other work without affecting the 

amount of public interface time or knowledge of loon nesting status.  Even with 10-15 hours of extra 

work I was able to visit most lakes 2-4 times each weekend.  I was also able to be out on boat launches 

and speak to most people that were using a public lake with a nesting pair.  I had so much time that by 

half way through my workweek I felt I knew the nesting status of loons on all my lakes and when I 

visited those lakes, I saw almost entirely people to whom I had already spoken.  The most effecting times 

to interact with people are Friday afternoon and evening (12-6PM approx.) and Saturday morning (9AM 

to 12 PM).  At lakes that receive a lot of day-use, such as Upsata Lake, it would also be helpful to be on 

boat launches on Sunday morning (9AM to 12PM).  It was my experience that outside of those hours, 

people are either not there or their boats are already in the water and it is only possible to talk to them if 

they happen to come back to shore.  Weeks when I tried to contact boaters outside of the aforementioned 

hours, I ended up spending far more time sitting idly than talking to people because there was hardly 

anyone using the launch.    

 

In my own case, working 10 hour days Thursday through Sunday, I used part of Thursday and/or Friday 

to work with the wildlife technician at the Seeley Ranger District surveying for Northern goshawks or 

flammulated owls.  I very much appreciated the opportunity to gain experience with different aspects of 

wildlife work and since most of the loon work is solitary, it was also very nice to work cooperatively for 

part of my week.  A combination bear/loon ranger could work well in the Clearwater and Blackfoot if 

funding could be obtained aside from non-game check-off funds and the loon society contribution. But to 

be clear, it is important that all loon work be fully completed before committing to other projects.  I 

found this to be no problem. 



Loon Ranger Report 2010 
Ben Turnock 

University of Montana & Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks 
Prepared for Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks & the Montana Loon Society 
 
Abstract 
 
For the summer of 2010 I was the Loon Ranger for the Blackfoot-Clearwater area. I 
surveyed lakes in my area for loon nesting activity. Where nests were present I educated 
boaters and anglers about responsible boating practices around nesting loons.  
 
 
Overall monitoring summary 

• 5 lakes had buoy protection 
• 6 lakes had “Cry of the Loon” signs 
• 8 active territories 
• 5 Nests hatched, 4 Nests abandoned 
• 2 chicks survived out of 6 hatched 
• 131 Public contacts 

 
Monitoring summaries by lake 
 
Blackfoot Lakes 
 
Upsata Lake  Surveyed 13 times 2 pairs seen Hatched 1 chick (lost) 
On May 17th no loons were observed. The pair were seen frequently after the may survey 
day but did not nest until June 5th. On July 10th the nest was observed abandoned and 
eggshells were collected. The pair nested at the back of Upsata this year but displayed 
territorial behavior towards boats way down at the boat launch. 
 
Shoup Lake  Surveyed 4 times 1 pair seen Hatched 2 chicks 
On May 16th the pair were observed incubating. 2 stage one chicks were observed on 
June 6th and on July 17th both chicks were doing great. 
 
Doney Lake  Surveyed 3 times 1 pair seen Nest failed 
On May 15th one loon was observed. On June 14th a staring contest was observed 
between a juvenile bald eagle and a loon. The loon circled a small area looking up at the 
eagle in a snag right above the loon nest. After 90 minutes the eagle retreated and the 
loon got back on the nest. On July 17th the loon pair were observed without chicks. 
 
Emerald Lake Surveyed 4 times 1 single seen 
I did drive-by surveys of Emerald Lake two times a day, but only did a full survey a few 
times. No loons were observed on May 15th or July 17th, however a single loon was seen 
on July 5th. 



 
Browns Lake   Surveyed 2 times none seen 
May 15th no loons were observed. Browns Lake has a lot of waterfowl use and is a very 
productive lake, but not for Loons. 
 
Colburn Pond Surveyed 2 times none seen 
No loons observed on May 15th or July 17th. 
 
Rice Lake  Surveyed 3 times none seen 
No loons observed on May 15th or July 17th. 
 
Jones Lake  Surveyed 1 time none seen 
No loons observed on July 17th. 
 
Kleinschmidt Lake Surveyed 0 times 
The Fish and Wildlife Service monitors Kleinschmidt for loon activity. However this 
year they were either unable to survey or did not send their survey forms in. 
 
Clearwater Lakes 
 
Salmon Surveyed 8 times 1 loon seen 
On May 15th and July 17th no loons were observed. One loon was observed on July 5th. 
 
Placid  Surveyed 6 times 1 pair seen Hatched 1 chick (lost chick) 
On May 15th no loons were observed but their calls were heard. The Placid Lake pair 
nested in their usual spot and hatched a chick on June 28th. The chick promptly died that 
night, we assume, by the hailstorm. The pair stuck around Placid and were seen multiple 
times without a chick. On July 17th the pair was observed. 
 
Hidden Surveyed 1 time 1 single seen 
On July 9th a single loon was observed swimming on Hidden Lake. 
 
Seeley  Surveyed 7 times 1 pair seen Hatched 1 chick (lost chick) 
Donna Love observed the loon pair nesting at the north end of Seeley Lake in the 
backwaters on May 15th. A chick was observed on June 4th and lived to stage 2 or 3 
before it disappeared. A Forest Service employee informed me that a person on a wave 
runner was chasing the chick around a few days before it disappeared. On July 17th the 
pair were observed without a chick. 
 
Inez  Surveyed 2 times none seen 
No loons were observed on May 15th or July 17th. 
 
Marshall Surveyed 1 time 1 single seen 
On July 5th a single loon was observed swimming on Marshall Lake. 
 
 



Alva  Surveyed 11 times 1 pair seen Nest failed 
The loons on Alva were seen nesting on May 17th. They were observed on May 20th off 
the nest and in several subsequent visits were observed swimming around the perimeter 
of the lake. The second the floating signs were taken down this year there were three jet 
skis doing donuts around the island. This lake has quite a bit of human disturbance and I 
believe that people are the reason for this pair’s consistent failure to hatch any chicks. 
 
Rainy  Surveyed 14 times 1 pair & 5 singles seen Nest failed 
On May 15th Becky White observed 4 loons. Throughout the breeding season I observed 
an intruding loon disturb the nesting pair many times. The loon pair always left the nest 
when the intruding loon was present and did not return to incubating until the intruder 
had left. I believe that this third loon is the reason why the Rainy Lake nest failed this 
year. Rainy has been a powerhouse of loon production for a very long time. My guess is 
that the intruding loon was a previous years chick that has returned to its natal lake. On 
July 17th seven loons were observed on Rainy Lake. 
 
Clearwater Surveyed 7 times 1 pair seen Nest failed 
On May 28th I observed the loon pair on Clearwater incubating. The loon pair is 
phenomenal and they were my favorite pair of loons this year. I watched this pair sit on 
their nest as fly fisherman would float by and cast within two feet of the nest, but the 
loons sat on their nest like nothing was happening. Somehow the pair have gotten 
incredibly used to human disturbance. I observed a couple fishing from the shore not 20 
yards from the loon nest and the loon was incubating as if it were on a lake with no one 
else there. 
 
Summit Surveyed 10 times 1 pair seen Hatched 1 chick (lost) 
On May 17th the pair on Summit were observed nesting. On May 6th they hatched a chick, 
it disappeared around three weeks later. There is little to no use on Summit so I assume 
an eagle killed the chick. 
 
Beaver Surveyed 2 times none seen 
Colt  Surveyed 1 time none seen 
 
Recommendations for 2011 

• 14 New nesting buoys 
• “Cry of the Loon” signs made using a more durable material 
• Area Coordinator for the Clearwater area 
• More square cement blocks 

 
Education 
 
I handed out “Responsible Watercraft use”, “Let’s get the Lead out!” and “Waterfront 
Living” brochures along with steel sinkers for fisherman. The temporary loon tattoos 
provided this year were a huge hit and they were an easy way to give kids and parents a 
visual of what a loon looks like. 
 



 
Conclusion 
 
The Loon ranger program has been running for nine years now. I was immediately 
recognized at many of the lakes as the loon person without uttering a word. Many of the 
people who recreate on the Blackfoot and Clearwater lakes have been educated for close 
to a decade and I did not hear a single loon joke this summer. 
 
 
 

 

Lake name 
Maximum 

# of Adults 
Final Nest 

Status 
# 

Chicks 
Upsata 4 Hatched 1 (lost 1) 
Shoup 2 Hatched 2 
Doney 2 Abandoned  

Emerald 1 NA  
Browns 0 NA  
Colburn 0 NA  

Rice 0 NA  
Jones 0 NA  

Kleinschmidt - NA  
Salmon 1 NA  
Placid 2 Hatched 1 (lost 1) 
Hidden 1 NA  
Seeley 2 Hatched 1 (lost 1) 
Inez 0 NA  

Marshall 2 NA  
Alva 2 Abandoned  
Rainy 7 Abandoned  

Clearwater 2 Abandoned  
Summit 2 Hatched 1 (lost 1) 
Beaver 0 NA  

Colt 0 NA  
 



2011 Loon Ranger Report: Blackfoot and Clearwater Watersheds 
 

ALISSA K. ANDERSON. Montana Fish, Wildlife, and Parks, Region 2 Headquarters, 3201 
Spurgin Rd., Missoula, MT 59804 
 
Abstract: This report details the 2011 breeding season of common loons (Gavia immer) in the 
Blackfoot and Clearwater watersheds, and the observations and activities performed by this 
season’s loon ranger.  The combined nest success for both watersheds was 55%.The Clearwater 
watershed had 5 nesting pairs that produced at least 4 chicks, only 1 of which remained on July 
16th. The Blackfoot had 2 nesting pairs that produced at least 3 chicks, all of which still 
remained on July 16th.  This spring had abnormally high water in both watersheds, which may 
have affected breeding success. The loon ranger position is a student internship offered through a 
partnership between Montana Fish, Wildlife, and Parks and The University of Montana 
Internship Services.  
 
 
Introduction 
 Northwestern Montana’s Blackfoot and Clearwater watersheds lay perpendicular to each 
other until their confluence near the Clearwater Junction of Highways 200 and 83.  Bordering 
Montana’s largest wilderness, the Bob Marshall, these watersheds are populated with some of 
the rarest megafauna species in the U.S. such as the grizzly bear (Ursus arctos horribilis) and the 
canada lynx (Lynx canadensis). Despite the presence of these iconic mammals, it is the common 
loon that is known here as “the voice of the wilderness.” The Blackfoot and Clearwater are home 
to migrant populations of the common loon from late spring till late fall. These loons winter 
along the Pacific coast from the Baja Peninsula to British Columbia.  
 Loons are very sensitive to disturbance while nesting, and have been found to abandon 
nests due to natural disturbances such as flooding and the presence of predators or other loons. 
However, recreation on breeding lakes also causes nest abandonment when boats are too near 
nests. The loon ranger internship was designed to help monitor their population and mitigate 
human disturbance on nesting loons. This is achieved through public education and by placing 
floating signs around nest sites. Montana’s common loon population has been stable in recent 
years at about 200 individuals each summer, including chicks. They are considered a species of 
concern by Montana Fish, Wildlife, and Parks. This is due in part to the loon’s sensitivity to 
disturbance during the breeding season 
  
Summary Table 
 

 Clearwater 
Total # 

Blackfoot 
Total # 

Nesting pairs 5 2 
Nesting attempts 7 2 
Nests abandoned before hatching 3 0 
Successful nests 3 2 
Chicks hatched 4 3 
Chicks lost 3 0 
Chicks living on July Loon Day 1 3 
Adults counted on July Loon Day 5 at least 6 at least 
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 Clearwater 
Total # 

Blackfoot 
Total # 

Lakes with shore signs 6 2 
Sites with floating signs 5 1 
Sites with artificial platforms 0 0 
Acres of loon territories monitored   
People spoken to +/- 200 +/- 20 
Field trips lead 0 0 
Presentations given 1 0 

 
Methods 
 
 Between May 14th and early July I concentrated on monitoring loons for leg bands, 
nesting behavior, and on public education at lakes where nesting loons were present. Since loons 
are banded on their legs, and their legs are only visible while preening, leg waving, or flying, 
band observation requires long unbroken blocks of time and patience. A good spotting scope is 
essential. 
 Floating signs were paced when a loon pair was observed prospecting, building, or 
incubating on lakes that experience moderate to high public use. A variety of boating methods 
were used to deploy and take out signs including; the Forest Service Canoe, Forest Service 
biologist Scott Tomson’s personal row boat, FWP non-game kayak, FWP solo canoe, Blackfoot 
loon coordinator Elaine Caton’s in-law’s personal row boat, Fred’s (a Krietzberg relative) 
personal motor boat, and Bob the Placid Lake Camphost’s personal motor boat.  These signs are 
not legally binding, but alert the public to nesting locations and request that they stay out.  Signs 
were placed on Upsata, Seeley, Placid, Rainy, and Clearwater lakes. Summit is the only public 
lake where no signs are deployed since it very rarely experiences recreational use. Shoup and 
Doney do not get signed because they are privately owned and experience low levels of use by 
people who are aware of the loons sensitivity while nesting. Signs are taken off the water as soon 
as possible after chicks have hatched or re-nesting is no longer probable. 
 Public education was accomplished while sitting at boat launches, walking through 
campgrounds, and at an evening presentation at the Salmon Lake State Park. The presentation 
was on a rainy evening and there were only 13 people there.  Boat launch and campground 
presence are both important. While not all campers have boats to access the lake, those that do 
may spend multiple days on the water. I forgot to keep track of people I spoke with this summer. 
I did not always keep track of talking with people in my notes so I have little idea of how many 
people I spoke with. I will roughly estimate 200 or so. I spoke to few people in the Blackfoot 
since the only public lake with historically nesting loons didn’t ever nest to my knowledge. 
 
Results 
   

Territory Name Acres 
Monitored 

Max. # 
Adults 

# 
Pairs 

# Chicks 
Survived 

Platform? 
* 

Floating 
Signs? ** 

Final Nest 
Status 

Blackfoot  9 3 3 N P 
2 out of 2 

nests  
hatched 

Clearwater  26 6 1 N P and Y 
3 out of 7 

nests 
hatched 
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Territory Name Acres 
Monitored 

Max. # 
Adults 

# 
Pairs 

# Chicks 
Survived 

Platform? 
* 

Floating 
Signs? ** 

Final Nest 
Status 

TOTAL  35 9 4 n.a. n.a n.a. 
* Y = Platform was used for nesting, P = Platform present but not used, N = Not present. 
**  Y = Nest area signs around nest area, P = Floating signs placed but area was not used, N = Not present. 
 
Clearwater Results 
 
Seeley 
 This banded pair was the first known pair to nest in the Clearwater. They produced 2 
chicks, both of which disappeared by unknown causes. Especially since the chicks disappeared 
fairly early in the season, before the largest crowds hit the lake, it is probable that mortality was 
from natural predation such as bald eagle or pike. According to resident Toby Bedard, there was 
a second pair seen near the bridge on Boy Scout Rd. early in the season. I never observed the 
lake from this point, and it might be a good place for next year’s intern to look. One of the adults 
is unable to close its beak completely for unknown reasons. This does not seem to impair its 
ability to fish. 
 
Nest waypoint: 012. N 47.21551º W 113.52650º elev. 3,992 ft. 
Date Observations and activities on Seeley 
5/12 Mike Marenick reported that loons were nested. Incubation start unknown. 
5/15 One loon by canoe put in. 
5/16 Donna showed me were nest is behind the blind. Both banded, readings not  

complete. 
5/20 One by wetland entrance. I placed one sign at the wetland entrance. 
5/21 Incubating. 
5/22 Incubating. 
5/23 Four loons seen; one incubating, one pair fishing, and one single fishing at the North 

end. Now territorial behavior observed. 
5/28 Incubating. 
5/29 Incubating. Got partial band readings. 
5/30 Incubating. 
6/3 Incubating. 
6/5 Incubating. 
6/8 Monda from the Ranger Station took photos of adults with two chicks. 
6/10 Only one chick. Completed band readings. 
6/13 Two adults, one chick. 
6/19 Two adults, one chick. 
6/20 Two adults, one chick. 
6/24 GPS’d nest and collected eggshells. Saw one loon from canoe. 
7/1 No chicks. Monda saw loons oaring after each other a few days ago. Last time  

she saw a chick was 6/26. 
7/8 Toby Bedard (FWP fisheries, lives on the lake) reports seeing jetskis repeatedly buzzing 

and separating loon pair over the 4th of July weekend. Jeff from the weeds crew at the 
Ranger Station found a chick carcass on the lawn near the Forest Service canoe a few 
days ago. It was not fresh and he could not see any distinguishing markings suggesting 
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manner of death. It is no longer there. I helped Don from the Rec. department set “No 
Wake” signs on the North end. 

 
 
Inez 
 
Date Observations and activities on Inez 
5/14 One unbanded adult at North end. 
5/15 One unbanded adult at North end. 
5/16 No loons seen. 
5/21 One loon fishing at North end. 
6/24 No loons seen. A family that has camped here for 4 days have heard a loon once. 
7/16 No loons seen. 
 
Alva  
 This banded pair nested on the island in late May, and abandoned within 5 days for 
unknown reasons. Day 1 of incubation was Saturday May 21st. I could not find anyone with a 
boat able to help me deploy signs until Thursday the 26th, by which point they had abandoned. I 
hung out at the boat ramp often during the weekend they started incubating. It was still cool and 
rainy so there were few people on the water during the weekend. The nest may have been 
disturbed by a boat during the week before the signs were out, but it could also have been 
abandoned for natural reasons such as flooding. 
 The second nest on the island was due to hatch between July 4th and 10th. Late morning 
on Monday the 4th they were still incubating. Boat traffic was significantly less than that 
Saturday and Sunday. However, when we went to the island on Friday the 10th to take down the 
signs there were no eggshells in the nest and no loons present.  
 The signs were put out and taken down with Scott Tomson’s personal rowboat and the 
help of his tech Mike Marenick. I never saw or heard of anyone behind the signs. There is a big 
yellow “island closed” sign that gets attached to the plywood by the boat ramp. The shrubs may 
need pruning later in the season so that it stays visible. 
 Lakeside campground has the best view of the island. I found that the boat trailer parking 
area was a good spot to scope from. The loons often fished around the North cove, making the 
boat ramp a good spot to observe them before they nested. I had a hard time getting band 
readings on the pair because they were not often close enough to shore to see well. I was able to 
get a better view from the West side of the lake by taking the Forest Service Rd. #552 between 
Alva and Inez, making the first right hand turn as if to go to Colt Lake, and walking to the shore 
from there. The boat ramp is a great spot to set up a scope and chat with boaters. I also walked 
the campground each weekend to talk with the people staying there. The campground at the boat 
launch has camp hosts. It is a good idea to get in touch with them so they know what the loons 
are up to if campers have questions.  
   
2nd nest waypoint: ALVA2 N. 47.31337º W 113.58305º elev. 4,065 ft. 
Date Observations and activities on Alva 
5/14 Two adults fishing at North end. At least one banded. 
5/15 Both banded. 
5/16 Pair by island and ramp. 
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5/20 Pair prospecting on island. 
5/21 Incubating on island. Nest visible from boat ramp on the far East side of island. 
5/22  Incubating. 
5/26 Nest abandoned. Put out 4 floating signs around island. 
5/28 Pair swimming. 
5/30 Pair close to island shore. 
6/3  Pair fishing by boat ramp. 
6/5  Pair close to island shore. 
6/10 
  

Re nested on island. Nest visible from boat trailer parking at Lakeside Campground. 
Well hidden behind alder shrub. 

6/11    Abandoned? Two loons swimming near island shore. 
6/12    Rain so heavy I could not make out details on the island or see any loons. 
6/13    One on nest, same location as on 6/10. One fishing North end. 
6/18   One on nest. 
6/19   None visible from boat ramp. 
6/25    Incubating. 
7/1      Incubating. 
7/2      Incubating. Ski jets buzzing up and down but not in signed area. Loon on nest sitting up, 

beak open, attentively watching jet skiis. Lots of people on the water. 
7/3 Incubating. Many boats. 
7/4  Incubating. Fewer people on the water. 
7/8      Took out signs. No eggshells in nest. Could not be sure of 1st nest location. Saw pair 

fishing at North end. No chicks. 
7/16 Pair fishing at North end. 
 
 
Rainy  
 This unbanded pair nested in the inlet on a small floating hummock. I had to kayak into 
the inlet to be sure this was in fact where they were nesting before deploying the sign since it 
was not visible from shore. While searching for the nest I flushed the incubating bird and thought 
I saw 2 eggs. I only ever saw 1 chick, and only eggshells in the nest. 
 Kristi Dubois helped me set the sign using her personal canoe. I took it down with the 
FWP nongame kayak, putting the block on my lap and dragging the sign behind me. This was 
doable since it was only a half cinderblock, but a canoe is a much safer bet. I almost tipped while 
pulling the block up. 
 Use was moderate and all non-motorized. I think I observed some canoeists wailing at a 
loon once, which cause the loon to wail and tremolo incessantly. They did not admit to it and I 
could not actually hear them, just saw their hands over their mouths as if calling. This was the 
only human-loon conflict I witnessed at Rainy. 
 The male and chick were banded on July 12th. 
 
Nest location waypoint: 010  N 47.34384º W 113.59381º elev. 4,104 ft. 
Date Observations and activities on Rainy 
5/12 Mike Marenick saw two loons. 
5/14 One loon. Incubating 
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5/15 One loon. 
5/16  One loon. 
5/20 Did not see any loons 
5/21 One loon. 
5/22 One loon. 
5/23 One loon. Definitely unbanded. 
5/27 Located nest up in the inlet by kayak. Unfortunately flushed the loon, 2 eggs in  

nest. 
5/28 One loon. Put out one sign at mouth to inlet. 
5/30 One loon. Canoers thought sign might have been put out by people living in the mansion 

North of the lake to try and privatize the river. 
6/3 One loon. 
6/10 Did not see any loons. They may have just hatched and are in inlet. 
6/11
  

One unbanded loon tremolo ing like mad. Kayakers looked like they were calling to it but 
did not admit it. 

6/12 Two adults, one chick. 
6/13 Took out sign. Two adults, one chick. 
6/18 Did not see any loons, maybe in inlet? 
6/20 Two adults, one chick. Both adults unbanded but one top LL unconfirmed. 
7/2 Two adults, one chick. Both unbanded on LL 
7/4 Two adults, one chick. Chick stage 2. 
7/12 Banded male and chick. 
7/13 Tried to catch female and failed. 
7/16 Both adults and chick at Northeastern end. 
 
Summit 
 This unbanded pair abandoned their first nest for uncertain reasons in late May. In the 
morning on May 29th, Betsy Spettigue from Swan Ecosystem Center reported seeing the 
incubating loon “looking at the nest with interest” as if it may be flooding. That evening she then 
saw 3 birds on the water. The nest may have been abandoned due to the presence of the 3rd loon 
or flooding. 
 They re-nested fairly late in the season in a small cove on the Northeast shore. The nest is 
not visible from the pull out. I was uncertain if they had re-nested for a while because, unlike 
with their first nest, the pair took breaks from incubation together fairly often. I tried to use the 
kayak to get a view of the cove without flushing the nest, but they were already off the nest as I 
neared the cove and one loon returned to dive loudly near my so I left. I walked the shore in 
hopes to get a view of the cove, but ending up flushing the nest anyways. The 2nd nest was due to 
hatch July 12th-16th. On July 15th , during both loons were fishing and the nest had no eggshells 
in it. I have no idea why this nest failed. 
 I saw 2 kayakers on the lake once. They were near the nest and the pair was in the water 
together, but did not display or vocalize. I put no floating signs of the lake because recreation is 
so rare.  
 
1st nest waypoint: SUMMIT-1 N 47.37535º W 113.62882º elev. 4,265 ft. 
Date Observations and activities on Summit 
5/12 Two adults, both unbanded except one LL unsure. 
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5/15 Two adults. 
5/16 Two adults. 
5/20 Incubating. Nest across the lake under the tallest snag, easily visible from pull  

out. 
5/22 Incubating. 
5/28 Incubating. 
5/29 Incubating. 
5/30 Low flying eagle flushed loon from nest, one yodeled repeatedly. 
5/31 Abandoned. Betsy Spettigue (sp?) saw one looking at nest in the morning and  

two swimming in the afternoon. 
6/4 Two adults. 
6/10 Two adults. 
6/11 Two adults. Both confirmed unbanded. 
6/12 Two adults. 
6/13 Two adults. 
6/18 One adult. Re-nested. Cannot see nest. 
6/19 One adult. 
6/20 One adult. 
6/24 Two adults. Abandoned? 
6/25 One adult. 
6/26 One adult. Kayaked to GPS 1st nest. Two loons on water when I neared NE cove  

where I think nest may be so I approached the cove. One loon returned and dived  
loudly near me so I left. 

7/1 Two loons on water. Two kayakers near NE cove, loons did not seem to care. 
7/4 Definitely re-nested. I walked the shore to try and get a view of the NE cove. Saw  

one loon slip off nest. 
7/13 Incubating. One loon. 
7/15 Nest failed. Both on the water, no eggshells in nest. 
 
 
Placid 
 There were no known nest attempts on this lake. Early in the season I observed a loon 
banded LL white/red RL red-stripe/silver prospecting along the shore by Sharon Krietzberg’s 
property. From late May up till the July 4th weekend I observed the loon banded LL white/orange 
RL bi-orange/silver in this same area. I believe that these were most likely the same bird but that 
I miss-read the bands during my first few weeks as I was getting a handle on the subtle 
differences of orange vs. red bands. However red-stripe and bi-orange are harder to confuse so it 
could have been a different bird. Either way, I never saw these loons with another till late June 
when another banded loon appeared. While I observed a lot of prospecting behavior, I never saw 
any building. In early June I kayaked the entire Southwest shore and its inlets and saw no sign of 
a nest.  
 Before Memorial Day weekend I set 4 floating signs along the shore by the Krietzberg’s 
because of the prospecting loon. I saw boaters and kayakers behind the signs twice. One of the 
Krietzberg relatives, whose first name is Fred and lives a few houses down from Sharon, took me 
out on his personal motor boat to set the signs. We met by coincidence, he lives in Washington 
and is not around often. Sharon is usually back earlier but was visiting family out of country for 
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a month or so and did not arrive till early July. Normally she helps with observations.  The signs 
were taken down much later than necessary on July 15th. I had a volunteer from the campground 
who said he would take the signs down several times and never did till the 15t when I went out 
with him. The signs are kept behind the shed at the campground. 
 Viewing access can be difficult at Placid due to the size, shape, and amount of private 
lakefront property. The campground boat ramp provides a decent view of the Eastern cove, but I 
prefer parking by the bridge and setting up the tri-pod in my tuck bed.  Lois Bellucsi works at the 
campground booth and lives around the point across from the campground. Her yard has a good 
view of the whole South shore. This season she often observed a pair feeding here around 6-8am 
while the water was still calm. In the past there have been nests in the far North cove which is 
easily visible from the day use area. I only saw single loons fishing here a few times. The signs 
are kept at the campground by their shed. 
 
Date Observations and activities on Placid 
5/15 One loon seen by campground. 
5/22 One banded RL red-stipe/silver by Sharon’s on the Northeast cove.  
5/23 Didn’t see any loons. 
5/26 RL red-stipe/silver prospected by Sharon’s. Another loon fished South across the cove. 
5/27 Put out signs with the help of Fred, one of the Kreitzberg relatives. Saw one loon  

in the area while deploying signs. 
5/28 None by campground. 
5/29 Four loons in total across from Sharon’s, too far to get band readings. One, LL  

white/orange, hung out by Sharon’s alone. 
6/3 LL white/orange fishing by Sharon’s. 
6/4  LL white/orange by Sharon’s. 2nd loon on far South side seen briefly. Kayaked entire  

Northwest shore and inlets. No nest seen, no loons encountered. 
6/10 Competed band readings on loon that hangs out by Sharon’s. 
6/12 Same banded loon by Sharon’s, one loon seen briefly by Lois’s. 
6/18 Same banded loon joined by another banded loon prospecting by Sharon’s. 
6/19 One unbanded juvenile loon chased off by banded pair. Pair prospected. 
6/20 One unbanded by Lois’s. Banded pair by Sharon’s. 
6/24 Banded pair prospecting by Sharon’s. 
6/25 A pair flew in and landed in the South across from Sharon’s in the morning.  

Could not tell if banded, may be Sharon’s pair. Lois saw a pair fishing by her  
house early in the morning. May be the same pair. 

6/26 Fishing boat behind the signs near where the pair was prospecting. The pair made  
no fuss. 

7/2 Met Sharon. One pair on the far North side. 
7/3 No loons seen. Lois hear tremolo-ing last night during fireworks. RL bi- 

orange/silver LL white/orange seen at Hidden lake alone. 
7/15 None seen. Took out signs. 
 
Clearwater 
 Due to snow and mud this lake was unreachable till fairly late in the spring. The loons 
nested just as the road was opened up in late May. I deployed 2 signs around the nest with the 
help of Scott Tomson’s wildlife tech Mike Marenick and the Forest Service canoe. This canoe is 
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fairly heavy and we broke the canoe wheels immediately because we had too much weight on 
them, and had to portage the canoe to the lake.  It is a slightly sloped ½ mile walk in to the lake, 
for this reason I would recommend that 2 half cinderblocks are kept aside for this lake. I only 
had 1 left and it was an inconvenience to carry the full cinderblock to and from the lake. I also 
placed 2 signs asking people to avoid the trail near the nest; 1 at the parking lot and 1 where the 
trail meets the lake. It is important to place a sign at the parking lot so recreationalists will 
understand immediately that a loop hike around the lake is discouraged. Kristi Dubois helped me 
pull the signs with a brand new solo canoe and wheel system. This was a lot easier to manage 
than the Forest Service canoe. 
 When the pair switched incubation duty, I though I saw 2 eggs in the nest but only ever 
saw 1 chick and eggshells in the nest. There were 2 eagles near the nest on hatch day before the 
chick or chicks left the nest. The chick disappeared sometime between July 1-13th. 
 
Date Observations and activities on Clearwater 
5/31 Incubating. Fisherman called Kristi to tell her he accidently flushed a loon from a  

nest. 
6/3 Put out two signs. 
6/5 Incubating. Both unbanded. I thought I saw two eggs when they switched. 
6/11 Incubating. 
6/13 Incubating. 
6/18 Incubating. 
6/20 Incubating. 
6/24 Incubating. 
6/27 Hatch day. A 3rd loon fished with one of the pair. The incubating loon came off  

the nest when an eagle flew by and landed. Saw small black thing moving in nest.  
Loon got back on nest. 

7/1 Two adults, one chick. Took out signs. 
7/3 One chick still. 
7/13 2 adults no chick 
7/16 1 adult seen. Fishermen saw 2 this morning. 
 
Hidden 
 Pairs and individual were observed here off and on by myself and others throughout the 
season. No nesting behavior was reported. 
 
Date Observations and activities on Hidden 
5/21 One pair, at least one unbanded. 
5/22 No loons. 
5/23 No loons. 
6/24 No loons. 
7/2 RL bi-orange/silver LL white/orange from Placid fishing alone. 
 
Tote 
 Since Tote Lake is visible from Woodworth Rd. I observed it often in passing. I usually 
only stopped when I saw a loon to check for bands.  
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Date Observations and activities on Tote 
5/21 No loons. 
5/26 Two loons fishing. One banded, one unknown. 
5/29 No loons. 
6/4 One loon. 
6/10 One unbanded loon. 
6/19  One unbanded loon. 
7/16 No loons. 
 
Salmon 
 I never saw any loons on Salmon. People working at the campground reported seeing 
loons occasionally. 
 
Date Observations and activities on Salmon 
5/16 No loons seen.  
5/23 No loons seen.  
5/21 No loons seen.  
7/16 No loons seen. 
 
Pothole just South of Pyramid Lumber 
 Neighbors tell me they see 1-2 loons off and on. This is a private lake and you have to 
park at the Sinclair Quick Stop in Seeley and walk down Sunset Rd to view it. 
 
Date     Observations and activities on the pothole South of Pyramid Lumber 
5/29 One loon. 
6/11 One unbanded loon.  
7/16     No loons seen. 
 
 
Marshall 
 Ben Turnock, locals, and I observed an unbanded pair off and on here throughout the 
season. No nesting behavior was observed. 
Date Observations and activities on Marshall 
6/5 One unbanded pair at the North end. 
6/11 No loons. 
6/25 Unbanded pair at North end. 
7/16 One unbanded at North end flew East. 
  
Colt 
Date Observations and activities on Colt 
6/19 One unbanded loon flew in. 
7/16 No loons seen. 
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Beaver 
 This lake is actually in the Swan watershed. I don’t know why it has a page in the 
Clearwater loon notebook. 
Date Observations and activities on Beaver 
6/25 No loons. 
 
   
Blackfoot Results 
 
Upsata 
 While there was a territorial pair on Upsata, they never nested as far as I know. I am 99% 
certain that both are unbanded. I witnessed both preening together but they kept diving between 
preening, however I felt fairly sure that they were far enough apart that I could keep track of 
which was which. I confirmed at east one unbanded loon at least 8 times, the male is defiantly 
unbanded. In mid May they were observed building frequently in several different spots on the 
North side of the lake. Once I observed them building on a small island in the middle of the lake 
close to the West shore. I set signs across the North end of the lake for a few weeks, and moved 
them to the island when I saw them build there. I took them off a week later when it was evident 
they were not nesting on the island. 
 While pulling signs I found 1 complete nest on a floating hummock on the North end 
West of the beaver lodge. There were a few days in late May when I only saw 1 loon but could 
not see a nest. They may have built a second nest that I never saw, but I am fairly certain I would 
have been able to see them incubating on the nest that I found because I saw them copulate on it 
once.  
 I think that 1 or both loons sometimes flew to the many surrounding lakes and potholes to 
fish or socialize. I saw the pair, as well as single loons, fly to and from Upsata frequently. Mostly 
they flew to and from the East, but also the North and South. 
 The view from the boat ramp is fairly limited, although in the past they have nested on 
the island near it. This season I rarely saw them in this area. The Upsata Guest Ranch has been 
very generous in letting the loon ranger use their land to view from. The ranch has just been sold 
to The Nature Conservancy. They should be contacted before next loon season to talk about 
access. I found the best viewing from the shore by where the summer cabins once stood. I would 
park by the cabins, now the weedy spots where they were, and walk down to the shore through 
the aspen grove. There is a point just past the old fence by a beaver lodge that has a good view of 
both the North and South ends of the lake. 
 The Blackfoot loon coordinator is Elaine Caton and serendipitously her in-laws own the 
first cabin past the ranch. They live in Washington and are not around much. This season I was 
given permission to use their row boat to set and pull signs. This is a great signing boat. The 4 
signs are now kept in the game range bunkhouse garage. 
   
Date Observations and activities on Upsata 
5/14 Did not see any loons but camper heard them this morning. 
5/20 Met Elaine Caton and her family at her parent in law’s cabin on Upsata. Saw One loon 

building on West cove, the 2nd most Northerly cove. Elaine saw them building on 5/18. 
5/21  Two loons. One building in new location in far North cove. 
5/22 Building in the same spot as yesterday. 
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5/23 Still building. 
5/26 One loon, could not see one on a nest anywhere they had been building. Incubating? 
5/27 Put out signs on North end. 
5/29 One unbanded loon fishing in North end. 
6/1 Two loons. Abandoned? 
6/4 Three loons. One building on small island against the West shore in the middle of the lake. 

The 3rd loon flew in and fished with the other two a little, occasionally  
oaring away from the pair as if chased. Moved signs to around the island. Found a 
complete nest in the North cove, no sign of eggs. 

6/10 2 loons, not by island. 
6/12 3 loons. Not by island. Took signs off lake. Single and 1 of pair unbanded. The 3rd was 

occasionally chased. 
6/13 Copulated on old nest. 
6/17 Two loons. 90% sure both unbanded. Dove between preening but I think they were far 

enough apart to still know which was which. 
6/19 One unbanded. 
6/20 One landed on lake. Two loons on lake, one unbanded. 
6/24 No loons. 
7/1 One flew East as I parked. One unbanded landed on lake roughly 20 minuets later. 
7/2 Pair on lake, 3rd flew over to the East tremolo-ing. Unbanded male yodeled at 3rd loon. 
7/15 Pair fishing. At least 1 unbanded. 
 
Shoup 
Date Observations and activities on Shoup 
6/17 Two stage 2 chicks. At least one adult unbanded, probably both. One adult penguin 

danced as kids got in boat and were making a lot of noise. The loons then swam to the 
other end of the lake and fished for their chicks quietly. 

7/16 Elaine reported seeing 2 chicks and 2 adults. 
 
Big Doney 
Date Observations and activities on Doney 
5/14 Residents reported to Elaine that loons were nested on the island. 
6/6 Incubating on SE side of island. Hard to see. Flushed loon just by walking along  

lake shore. 
6/17 One chick between stage 1-2. Pair unconfirmed unbanded except for one RL. 
7/4 One chick stage 2. At least one parent unbanded. 
7/11 Banded the male. 
 
 
Coopers 
Date Observations and activities on Coopers 
6/6 Residents have been seeing a pair off and on. One report of loons fighting a few  

days ago. 
6/35 No loons seen. Campers haven’t heard any. 
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Browns 
Date Observations and activities on Browns 
6/5  One unbanded juvenile. 
6/17 No loons. 
6/25 No loons. 
 
 
Loon Bands 
  
Lake Name Territory  Left Leg Right Leg Comment 

Alva Clearwater Blue-stripe/yellow Red-stripe/silver  

Alva Clearwater Green-stripe/green-
stripe 

White-dot/silver 
Or visa-versa  

Seeley Clearwater Red-stripe/blue Orange-
strip/silver 

This loon cannot close it’s beak 
completely 

Seeley Clearwater green/yellow Red-stripe/silver  

Tote Clearwater Orange or red/silver green/blue-stripe Probably same individual as seen 
on Placid below 

Placid Clearwater Orange-stripe/silver green/blue-stripe 
From 1 side the bottom RL band 
looked like a stripe, but from the 

other it looked like full blue.  

Placid Clearwater white/orange Bi-orange/silver The white of the bi-orange is next 
to the silver and can be hard to see. 

Placid Clearwater white/red Red-stripe/silver Probably same individual as above 
Doney Blackfoot   Male banded this year 
Rainy Clearwater Blue-stripe/red-stripe Green-spot/silver Male banded this year 
Rainly Clearwater Green/silver Pink/- Chick banded this year 

 
 
Conclusion and Management Suggestions 
 
 Despite strong efforts by most of the loons, this year was not a very productive 
reproductive season in the Clearwater. Of the 5 territorial pairs there were 7 nest attempts, only 3 
of which produced chicks.  At least 2 chicks hatched on Seeley, 1 on Rainy, and 1 on Clearwater. 
By the May 16th Loon Day only the Rainy chick remained. No chicks were produced by re-
nesting loons, only by 1st nest attempts which were incubating by mid-late May. I have no reason 
to believe that the lost chicks were killed by anything but natural circumstances. Clearwater is a 
non-motorized lake, and at the dates of Seeley’s chick disappearances boat traffic was still fairly 
light. Both Seeley and Clearwater have known eagle nests nearby which may have made the 
chicks easy targets for the eagles. I did see 2 eagles above the nest at Clearwater on hatch day. 
Seeley also has pike which could have gotten the 1st chick that disappeared only a few days after 
hatching.  
 I have a few suggestions for next year for the Clearwater.  I would suggest that a plan be 
made for signing Lake Alva early on. While it is somewhat unlikely that boaters caused the 1st 
nest to fail, it would have been better if the nest had been signed earlier. They started incubating 
on a Saturday (May 21st) but I could not arrange to get help from someone with a boat till Friday 
almost a week later. Because this lake has such a history of human disturbance I don’t think it 
would hurt to start arranging to get signs out once prospecting behavior is observed.  
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 On Seeley Lake the “no wake” signs at the North end of the lake were not put in till July 
8th. Normally they go out in May or June. There is general confusion between FWP and the 
Forest Service about who is supposed to put these signs out. These signs are not specific to 
loons, but they benefit the loons by slowing down boat traffic in the area they spend the most 
time in. This may be especially important when they have chicks. It is easy for the loon ranger to 
help put the signs out in the early summer, but they will not be around to help take them down. 
Also, the loon ranger doesn’t have access to a motor boat and these are big signs. It seems to me 
that it would be good for the FWP wardens and biologists to discuss this matter with the Forest 
Service recreation managers and biologists. If nobody thinks it is their responsibility it will not 
get done till someone complains, which is what happened this year. 
 The Blackfoot had a much more productive season. All 3 chicks known to have hatched 
were still alive by loon day July 16th. I do not have very exact nesting or hatching dates for the 
breeding lakes Shoup and Big Doney. These lakes are private and experience light recreation use 
by people who generally know about the loon’s sensitivity. For those reasons I only visited those 
lakes to look for bands and check up on chicks prior to banding. I mostly relied on reports from 
Elaine Caton and landowners for nesting status. Shoup nested sometime in the 1st week of May, 
and Doney at the latest by May 14th.  
 The Placid and Upsata Lake loons were a bit of an enigma. On Placid I observed 1 
banded loon prospecting alone for a long time before another banded loon appeared, at which 
point they prospected together. I never saw sign of a nest or any building behavior. The Upsata 
pair built often and in several placed in early-mid May, but only completed 1 nest to my 
knowledge. I was never aware that they laid any eggs. I placed signs by Memorial Day weekend 
on both lakes, and never saw any territorial behavior aimed at boats on either lake. I saw 
territorial behavior towards other loons a few times on Upsata and once on Placid. I do not think 
that these pairs were negatively affected by recreation, but who know what may have happened 
when I was not around. I can’t think of anything more I could have done to help these pairs. 
 Natural weather patterns this year may have affected nesting dates. As of January 1st the 
statewide snowpack average was already 12% over the historic average, with 45% of the snow 
season still to come (Montana NRCS, 2011). Record snowpack led to record water levels all over 
the state. In June the Blackfoot River, as measured near Bonner, saw a mean discharge of 11,190 
ft3/s. The average June discharge is 4,820 ft3/s (USGS Montana, 2011). I had numerous old-
timers who had grown up in the area tell me they had never seen the rivers so high. The high 
water may have led to later nesting dates as seen in the below table. 
 
Nest Initiation Dates for 2011 Compared to 4 Previous Years. 
 Combined nest initiation date for 

2003, 2005, 2006, and 2009. 
Nest initiation date for 
2011 

Initiated late April – early May 43% 43% 
Initiated Mid May 30% 14% 
Initiated Late May 17% 43% 
Initiated June 9% 0% 
 
 Early incubation was the same as the past average, but mid-May initiation was about half, 
and late May double that of past years. In Missoula, flood potential was low in early May and 
spiked dramatically in mid-late May (Loss, 2011). These high water levels may have pushed 
back nesting dates to late May. Later incubation initiations may account for poor nest and chick 
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survival in the Clearwater. 2 of the 3 nests incubating in early May were Shoup and Doney Lakes 
in the Blackfoot.  
 During my day to day rounds I spoke with many campers and boaters. Many people I 
talked to were already aware of the loons sensitivity to disturbance during breeding and were 
empathetic towards the loons. Many families have been camping and fishing at these lakes for 
longer than I have been alive, and were genuinely sad to hear that nests had failed or chicks had 
died. Of course, I also heard a few “what is a loon?” type questions, but not many. Loon tattoos 
were popular among the kids. Steel fishing sinkers were a little more contentious. I had a few 
people get defensive about the lead issue, but most were at least slightly interested and accepted 
a few free sinkers. 
 The majority of people I have spoken with are rooting for the loons. The common loon 
seems to have been adopted as the town of Seeley Lake’s unofficial mascot. The Loon and Fish 
Festival celebrates the birds like they were celebrities, and a loon adorns the local Forest Service 
fire crew’s T-shirts. I hope that next year is a more successful reproductive year. 
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Abstract: 

The 2012 Blackfoot/Clearwater Loon season covered a total of 22 lakes. Nesting pairs were 
found on 9 of these territories and they represent 94.73% of all adult Loons observed within the 
study area. Of these breeding pairs, 7 nests hatched for a 77.77% nesting success rate. The 
Clearwater drainage contained 6 breeding pairs that produced 7 chicks. Four survived to the July 
Loon Day for 57.14% survivability. The Blackfoot drainage contained 3 breeding pairs that 
produced 4 chicks. Four survived to the July Loon Day for 100% survivability. Chick mortality 
was due to natural predation and a hail storm. 

Introduction: 

The Common Loon (Gavia immer) is truly an amazing bird. Its unique vocalizations epitomize 

wilderness on mountain lakes in Montana. They are listed as a sensitive species and it is 

estimated that 14% of the state is current breeding habitat. Northwest Montana is the summer 

home to an estimated 200 Loons and 60 to 65 breeding pairs.    

Ecology: 

• Loons’ estimated life-span is 25-30 years. 

• Breeding age is not reached until 7 years of age on average. 

• Juveniles will remain on the coast until 2.5 years of age. 

• Juveniles will return to their natal lakes at the age of 3 years old. 

• Breeding habitat generally has a healthy fish population and is less than 5900 feet in 

elevation.    

 Purpose of Loon Ranger program: 

• To educate the public about Loon nesting sensitivity. 

• To monitor nesting activity and success. 

• To place and remove signs on breeding lakes. 

• To make band observations. 

 

 

 



Monitoring methods and Duties preformed:  

As Blackfoot/Clearwater Loon Ranger, I was responsible for monitoring loons on all of the 

lakes in the above drainages starting in mid-May. I first located nesting pairs and nest sites in 

the beginning of the summer. Once I located these breeding territories, an estimation of the 

incubation period was made. If public use of the lake was high, floating signs were placed 

around the nest site to protect nest.  

Public education was a large part of my focus. I concentrated on educating boaters and 

campers as to why the nest sites required these protections. I visited nesting lakes twice a 

week on average and monitored nesting pairs to determine their status. I also spent time 

determining banded and unbanded adults at this stage. Unbanded adults would be possible for 

future capture if they had a successful hatch. As the remaining nests began to hatch, they were 

monitored more frequently and my duties turned to monitoring hatch success. The 2012 

season ended with the July Loon Day count of all the territories in my region and compiling a 

total adult and chick count. A list of band observations for the Blackfoot/Clearwater and other 

areas is included in Appendix A. 

Summary Table 

 Clearwater 
Drainage Totals 

Blackfoot 
Drainage 

Totals 

Total 

Nesting pairs 6 3 9 
Nest attempts 7 3 10 
Successful nests 4 3 7 
Failed nests 2 0 2 
Chicks hatched 7 4 11 
Chicks survived (as of July Loon Day) 4 4 8 
Adult total May Loon Day 10 9 19 
Adult total July Loon Day 11 7 18 
Lakes with shore signs 7 1 8 
Lakes with floating signs 5 1 6 
Lakes with nesting platforms 0 0 0 
People spoken to   230+ 
Field trips led 2 0 2 
Presentations given 1 0 1 
 



 Summary of breeding lake observations: 

Seeley Lake: 

This pair nested in the backwaters and was visible from the Forest Service wildlife viewing 
blind. Only one buoy was necessary to protect the nest, placed at the mouth of the inlet. The nest 
Coordinates: N 47.21552 W 113.52646. 

The Seeley pair had a peaceful incubation period with little disturbances. Although two eggs 
were laid, only one hatched. The pair did run into some obstacles as they moved out to open 
water with the chick, as I received reports of close calls with jet skis and boats. Later reports of a 
loon with a possible broken wing and one tangled in fishing line turned out to be false. The 
capture and banding of one adult and chick were conducted on July 7th.  

Date Comments 
5/12 Two Loons at North end of lake; not nested (Tim & Donna Love May Loon Day) 
5/14 First day on the nest 
5/18 Incubating; Placed one buoy at inlet 
5/19 Incubating 
5/25 Incubating 
5/26 Incubating 
5/27 Incubating 
5/28 Incubating 
6/1 Incubating 
6/2 Incubating 
6/3 Incubating 
6/4 Incubating 
6/8 Incubating 
6/9 Incubating 
6/10 Incubating 
6/11 Incubating; expected hatch date 
6/12 Paddled into inlet and observed Loon incubating one egg, with a single chick 

hatched 
6/16 Two adults feeding one chick, suspect the second egg didn’t hatch; no egg or 

fragments were present at nest 
6/17 Two adults feeding one chick 
6/18 Two adults feeding one chick 
6/22 One adult with chick 
6/23 Two adults with chick 
6/24 Two adults with chick; removed buoy 
6/30 Two adults with chick 
7/8 Two adults with chick 
7/11 Two adults with chick 
7/14 One adult; Choppy waves made it difficult to find the second and chick 
 



Lake Alva: 

The Alva lake pair nested on the Northwest side of the island and was visible from the boat 
launch. Four buoys were placed by Scott Thompson; one sank and while replacing it, a fifth was 
added. The nest Coordinates: N 47.31311 W 113.58363 

This pair had the most disturbances, as boat and jet ski use was heavy. As a result, most of my 
efforts were concentrated on the boat launch and campgrounds educating its users of the need to 
stay away from the island. This pair benefited from bad weather during Memorial Day weekend 
and much of June, lessening use during incubation and while they were successful in hatching 
two chicks, it was, ironically, the weather that caused the loss of both chicks when a wind and 
hail storm blew through the region. Both adults were banded on Alva in 2006 and there was no 
change of territory from 2011. 

 

Date Comments 
5/12 No Loons observed (Becky White May Loon Day) 
5/13 Two adults feeding 
5/16 First day on nest 
5/17 Incubating 
5/18 Incubating 
5/19 Incubating 
5/25 Incubating 
5/26 Incubating 
5/27 Incubating 
5/28 Incubating 
6/1 Incubating 
6/2 Incubating 
6/3 Incubating 
6/4 Incubating 
6/9 Incubating 
6/10 Incubating; Spoke with two kayakers who went behind the buoys; Loon remained 

on nest 
6/11 Incubating 
6/12 Incubating 
6/16 Two chicks observed riding on adults back (believed to hatch on 15th) 
6/17 Two adults feeding chicks 
6/18 Two adults two chicks 
6/23 Two adults two chicks 
6/28  Hail storm claimed both chicks 
6/30 No Loons observed; lots of boat traffic 
7/1 Two adults feeding; no chicks 
7/11 No Loons Present 
7/14 Two adults (Becky White July Loon Day) 



Rainy Lake: 

On Rainy, the nest was located on a peninsula jutting out from the inlet. This was best observed 
from the hill directly beyond campsite #3. Four buoys were placed to protect the nest. The nest 
Coordinates: N 47.34193 W 113.59377 

Rainy Lake’s use was consistently busy with campers and paddlers. This lake’s users were 
largely anglers and I distributed the majority of my steel fishing weights here. The Loons had 
some pressure from bald eagles, and it is thought that an eagle may have been responsible for 
one of the chick’s mortality. One of the adults had been banded on Rainy in 2011; the other was 
unbanded. 

 

Date Comments 
5/12 Two adults feeding (Becky White May Loon Day) 
5/13 First day on nest 
5/17 Incubating 
5/18 Incubating 
5/19 Incubating 
5/25 Incubating 
5/26 Incubating 
5/27 Incubating 
5/28 Incubating 
6/1 Incubating 
6/2 Incubating 
6/3 Incubating 
6/4 Incubating 
6/8 Incubating 
6/9 Two adults, two chicks; Hatched a day early 
6/10 Expected hatch date; Two adults feeding chicks 
6/11 Two adults two chicks 
6/12 Two adults two chicks 
6/13 Two adults two chicks 
6/16 Two adults feeding one chick; Believe Bald Eagle predation of second chick 
6/17 Two adults with chick 
6/22 Two adults with chick 
6/24 Two adults with chick; removed buoys 
6/30 Two adults with chick 
7/8 Two adults with chick 
7/11 Two adults with chick 
7/14 Two adults with chick; Observed a third Loon flying overhead (Becky White July 

Loon Day) 
 



Summit Lake: 

The nest site on Summit was located directly west of the access trail, on the opposite side of the 
lake. No buoys were used. The nest Coordinates: N 47.37616 W 113.62852 

Summit receives very little use and didn’t require much of a presence. It did offer a good 
opportunity to allow the public to view the loons on the nest, as it was a popular rest stop for 
travelers to pull off and take in the view. I was rarely alone at the pull-out, allowing me to share 
the spotting scope with as many people as I could and used the opportunity to share information 
about the loons. The survival of two chicks on this lake was surprising considering there was a 
bald eagle presence there. Neither of the adults were banded. 

Date Comments 
5/12 Two adults feeding (Becky White May Loon Day) 
5/13 Two adults feeding 
5/18 Two adults feeding 
5/19 Nest building 
5/23 First day on nest 
5/25 Incubating 
6/2 Incubating 
6/9 Incubating 
6/12 Incubating 
6/16 Incubating 
6/20 Expected hatch date; Hatched two chicks 
6/22 Two adults two chicks 
6/30 Two adults two chicks 
7/8 Two adults two chicks 
7/11 Two adults two chicks 
7/14 One adult two chicks (Becky White July Loon Day) 
 

Clearwater Lake: 

This pair nested very close to the inlet and was best viewed from the north shore of the 
peninsula. Four buoys were used here. The nest Coordinates: N47.38695 W 113.55631 

Use on Clearwater was moderate to heavy by anglers in belly-boats and pontoons on weekends. 
The nest location offered some challenges to the pair, as it was very close to the inlet and was a 
favorite spot for fly-fisherman fishing from shore. A few signs were placed along the trail to 
inform anglers of the nest’s presence. Eagles were a constant threat here and on several 
occasions they would perch in a dead snag directly above the nest. 

The nest failed here, presumably from high winds and wave action from a storm that blew 
through the area in late June. A single egg was recovered washed out of the nest. Both adults 
were unbanded. 



Date Comments 
5/12 Snow prevented surveying on May Loon Day 
5/18 Two adults feeding 
5/19 Nest building; Observed copulation 
5/20 Two adults feeding; Placed buoys 
5/24 First day on nest 
6/2 Incubating 
6/9 Incubating 
6/12 Incubating 
6/16 Incubating 
6/21 Expected hatch date 
6/22 Two adults feeding; Stayed off nest for two hours (nest may have failed) 
6/24 Two adults feeding; Nest abandoned. Collected one egg from water next to nest, 

only egg present 
6/29 Two adults; Removed buoys 
7/11 Two adults 
7/14 Two adults (Jay and Alison Kolbe July Loon Day) 
 

Placid Lake: 

Placid lake had its nest just north of the day use area, which was a change from prior years when 
they nested along the western marshes. Three buoys were placed here by homeowners on the 
lake. The nest was best observed from the day use area. The nest Coordinates: N 47.13537 W 
113.52631 

This lake received light to moderate use around the nesting area through most of the incubation 
period. Landowners did report a couple instances where anglers were warned to stay away from 
the buoys. Use picked up in late June and it is unknown whether that played a role in the nest’s 
failure. There were also a few reports of the nest being unoccupied for long periods of time (over 
an hour) and my observations seem to point to the male being the primary incubator; it was 
thought that he wasn’t being helped by the female, thus the long periods where the nest was 
unoccupied. Earlier reports, prior to the May Loon Day, from Lois Bellusci, suggested that this 
nest may have been a renest attempt. That could have been the case as there was a only a single 
egg in the nest. Fluctuating water levels earlier may have caused the original failure. Both birds 
were banded; the female had been a long-time breeder on this lake originally banded here in 
1996. The male was banded on Alva in 2006 as a juvenile.  

 

Date Comments 
5/12 Two adults feeding (May Loon Day) 
5/13 First day on nest (Lois Bellusci) 
5/17 Incubating 



5/18 Incubating 
5/19 Incubating 
5/22 Incubating 
5/25 Incubating 
5/27 Incubating 
6/1 Incubating 
6/2 Incubating 
6/4 Incubating 
6/8 Incubating 
6/9 Incubating 
6/10 Incubating; Expected hatch date. Monitored Placid later in the evening and found 

the nest unoccupied for over an hour and a half; the male returned to incubate. 
6/11 Incubating 
6/12 Incubating 
6/13 Incubating 
6/16 Incubating 
6/17 Incubating 
6/22 Incubating 
6/23 Incubating 
6/24 Incubating 
6/29 Nest abandoned; No Loons observed 
6/30 No Loons observed 
7/8 No Loons observed; Removed buoys 
7/11 No Loons observed 
7/14 No Loons observed; Heard one Loon (Lois Bellusci July Loon Day) 
 

Upsata Lake: 

This pair nested at the rear of the lake on a hummock close to the beaver lodge. Four buoys were 
used to block off the end of the lake. The best viewing location was from the driveway in front of 
the Upsata Lake Lodge. The nest Coordinates: N 47.08249 W 113.21817 

In years past, this pair was known to nest at the front of the lake nearer to the boat launch and 
subsequently failed as a result. Territorial battles were observed on Upsata more so than on other 
territories and may have been responsible for the loss of one of the eggs. After one chick hatched 
and the nest was abandoned, I collected the remaining egg which appeared to have a puncture in 
it, consistent with a Loon bill, but could have also been a Raven or other predator. Regardless, 
this year’s nesting success allowed the capture and banding of one adult of a pair that had been 
previously unbanded. 

Date Comments 
5/12 Two adults (Elaine Caton May Loon Day) 
5/13 Two adults feeding 
5/16 First day on nest 



5/17 Incubating; Third Loon on the lake was chased off 
5/18 Incubating 
5/19 Incubating; Third Loon on the lake was chased off 
5/20 Incubating 
5/25 Incubating 
5/26 Incubating 
5/27 Incubating 
5/28 Incubating 
6/1 Incubating 
6/2 Incubating 
6/3 Incubating 
6/4 Incubating 
6/8 Incubating 
6/9 Incubating 
6/10 Incubating 
6/11 Incubating;  
6/13 Expected hatch date 
6/15 Incubating 
6/16 Two adults feeding one chick; Collected abandoned egg (egg was punctured) 
6/17 Two adults with chick 
6/21 Two adults with chick; Removed buoys 
6/22 Two adults with chick; Captured and banded male 
6/24 Two adults with chick 
6/30 Two adults with chick 
7/8 Two adults with chick 
7/11 Two adults with chick 
7/14 Two adults with chick (Elaine Caton July Loon Day) 
 

Shoup Lake: 

Shoup Lake is a private lake located on the Two Creek’s Ranch. The nest was located at the 
Northwest end and no GPS Coordinates were acquired. 

Shoup receives very light use and is not accessible to the public; as a result no signage or buoys 
were necessary. This unbanded pair produced two chicks that remained through the July Loon 
Day count. 

Date Comments 
5/12 Two adults Incubating (Elaine Caton May Loon Day) 
5/20 Incubating 
6/11 Two adults two chicks stage one 
7/14 Two adults two chicks (Elaine Caton July Loon Day) 
 



Doney Reservoir: 

The Doney nest was located on the north side of the island located at east end of the lake. No 
GPS Coordinates were acquired. 

This lake is a walk-in only access and receives almost no use and presumably no boat use. It was 
unclear when this pair began to incubate or the exact hatch date, but they produced one chick that 
was observed as a stage one chick on July 10th. One of the adults had been banded in 2011 and 
the second was unbanded. 

Date Comments 
5/12 Two adults (Elaine Caton May Loon Day) 
6/24 Incubating 
7/10 Two adults with chick stage 0ne 
7/14 Two adults with chick (Elaine Caton July Loon Day) 
 

Non-breeding lakes summary: 

 

Hidden Lake: 

This lake was used as a feeding lake and saw multiple days of use by an unbanded pair. It has 
good potential to become a breeding lake in the future and may benefit from a nesting platform 
to encourage nesting. Use is moderate to high on weekends by campers and anglers. 

Marshall Lake: 

An unbanded pair used this lake on multiple occasions; could have been the same pair that used 
Hidden Lake but there were no nesting attempts. It is thought that ice-out occurs too late for 
nesting. Blow-downs along the road to Marshall prevented its survey on the July Loon Day. 

Beaver Lake: 

Beaver was inaccessible due to snow early in the season and had no loon use that I’m aware of. 
Blow-downs along the road to Beaver Lake prevented its survey on the July Loon Day. 

Colt Lake: 

Colt Lake was surveyed on the May and July Loon Days with no loons observed. It is a small 
body of water that most likely ices-out too late for nesting. 

Tote lake: 



This lake was observed throughout the season and had little loon use; none that I observed, but a 
few reports came in of a single loon feeding. 

Coopers Lake: 

Reports on this lake from homeowners suggest that there had been a pair on the lake prior to the 
May Loon Day but none had been confirmed. My observations during the season did not turn up 
any loons, including on the July Loon Day count. 

Jones Lake: 

Jones was not monitored but the May Loon Day observation showed a pair on the lake that left 
by the following day, and the July Loon Day had one adult present. This lake was not on my 
radar or mentioned anywhere in the loon binder. Maybe it should be added. 

Bandy Reservoir: 

No Loon use observed. 

Harpers & Blanchard Lakes: 

No Loon use observed. 

Browns & Kleinschmidt: 

No Loon use observed. 

Lake Inez: 

No Loon use observed but a few reports of loons present. 

Salmon Lake: 

No loon use observed. I received a few reports of single loons here but it is thought that Salmon 
has become a staging lake with no breeding activity. 

 

Conclusion and Management recommendations: 

The 2012 loon season in the Blackfoot/Clearwater was a productive season. A total of 11 chicks 

hatched from 9 pairs. A successful hatch on Upsata was a first in many years. This was probably 

due to a number of factors such as: stable water levels, nest site selection, rainy weather on many 

weekends, cooperation from the public, beginning each morning monitoring there and fishing 

Upsata nearly every evening during the incubation period. During this nesting phase only two 



nests failed. The nest on Clearwater Lake failed due to wave action washing the egg from the 

nest. The other failure was on Placid Lake for unknown reasons. 

Most lake users were eager to hear about the Common Loon, and compliance with floating signs 
was good. During the course of the season I spoke with no less than 230 people. The lead 
alternative steel fishing weights were a big hit, as well as the loon tattoos. 

I assisted Chris Hammond on a presentation and a Loon walk during the Seeley Lake Loon & 
Fish Festival, and accompanied Donna Love on a second Loon walk. I also assisted with the 
capture of the Upsata Lake adult. 

The usual recommendations apply for future Loon Rangers. They are as follows: getting buoys 
out early along with signs at boat launches, education efforts at lakes with a priority going to the 
lakes with heaviest public use and finally, hiring a Loon Ranger who likes to fish. 
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Appendix A 

Band observations: 

Date Lake LL RL 
5/13/12 Van None None 
5/15/12 L. McGregor Orange / Orange stripe Silver / Blue dot 
5/12/12 Hidden None None 
5/12/12 Placid Orange stripe / Silver Green / Blue stripe 
5/13/12 Rainy Blue stripe / Red stripe Green dot / Silver 
5/13/12 Alva Blue stripe / Yellow Orange stripe / Silver 
5/13/12 Alva Green stripe / Green stripe Silver / White dot 
5/17/12 Upsata None None 
5/13/12 Van Silver / Yellow stripe Green / White 
5/16/12 Summit None None 
5/16/12 Summit None None 
5/18/12 Clearwater None None 
5/18/12 Clearwater None None 
5/19/12 Upsata None None 
5/25/12 Marshall None None 
5/25/12 Marshall None None 
5/25/12 Placid White / Orange Bi-Orange / Silver 
6/24/12 Doney Pink / Yellow Green dot / Silver 
7/10/12 Doney None None 
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